Editors' Note: Parts of this article were previously published in The Scholarly Kitchen.
Business models don't need to exploit. Some inherently put consumers at the power center. These business models are designed to work when an organization meets paying customers' needs. The business models allow companies to work upward into quality ranks and pursue higher purposes rather than scrapping for every dollar. These business models take longer to build but they are more lucrative, and they are self-managing in important ways.
Part of fixing the future is to embrace business models where the user is not the product, but the product is made for the user.
Silicon Valley's "it's free, but they sell your information" model has become the norm, but there is pervasive rethinking of this as the downsides to our society and selfconception become painfully obvious. A group of Silicon Valley veterans have started an initiative called Time Well Spent, which states the problem with the "apparently free but at a high hidden price" model thusly:
What began as a race to monetize our attention is now eroding the pillars of our society: mental health, democracy, social relationships, and our children. The subscription model appeals to many online veterans, as captured in a recent interview with the founders of JibJab, brothers Gregg and Eric Spiridellis. They are curators extraordinaire and rely on the subscription model for a variety of reasons for their purely digital business-it encourages quality, gives them leverage over distribution channels, and provides them with the latitude to experiment, as they stated in a recent interview on Kara Swisher's Recode podcast:
Eric: The great thing about those subscription businesses is they're hard to build, but once you build them, they're these great subscription revenue streams.
Gregg: As someone who was in the "hits" business for many, many years, there's nothing better than the subscription business. You can actually sleep at night and not worry about how your next piece of content is going to do. 3 The subscription model spreads costs across more entities in the market, thereby lowering the cost for each in relative terms, while creating a relationship between the provider and the consumer that tends to align their interests.
Other models-advertising, sponsorships, APCs-presume the consumer relationship at some level but don't reinforce it or necessarily align closely with the interests of the consumer. Rather, these models use that relationship to generate secondary revenues by leveraging the consumer relationship in some way. Without the primary consumer relationship, the value of the secondary revenue streams decreasesadvertising isn't seen, sponsors don't get the recognition they seek, and authors don't receive attention and citations.
The subscription model not only expresses value in and of itself, but it supports secondary value by creating an audience that is viewed as more engaged and sustainable.
With technology businesses maturing and the advertising market dominated by Google and Facebook, it's not a surprise that the hot trend for many companies-or, shall we call it, the "remembering math" trend or the "not wanting to get burned" trend-involves recurring revenues, which is code for subscriptions. Even Facebook is weighing the possibility of an ad-free subscription offering, partly to deal with its "crisis of public trust." Recurring revenues are harder to monopolize, are more robust, more reliable, and speak to a sturdier relationship with the sources of revenue (consumers).
This everything-old-is-new-again way of thinking about commercializing a content business is leading to some notable changes, with Google launching its new Subscription Tools and making these available to some large newspapers. 7 It is also leading to more investment in content, with
Amazon expected to spend $5 billion this year in original content in order to better support its Prime offering and deepen this subscription aspect of its business. Broadly, we have a philosophical disconnect with the subscription model-we say we want more diversity in the market, to support society publishers and university presses, yet the high-profile business models we're pursuing (APCs, in particular) only seem primed to shorten their longevity and limit their options. We talk the talk, then walk a completely different walk.
There is no such thing as "just another business model." I can't subscribe to those notions.
